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THE "KING OF NEW MEXICO" AND THE
DONIPHAN EXPEDITION
By RALPH A. SMITH*
HE contributions of the Captain of the professional scalp
hunters of New Mexico and Chihuahua to victory in the
Mexican War has never received due attention. This story
began near sunset on Christmas Day, 1846, when a heavily
armed horseman rode up to the west bank of the Rio Grande
at Brazito about thirty miles north of EI Paso del Norte. Half
a dozen Delaware and Shawnee Indians were following him.
Seeing troops on the opposite bank, he called to them. As he
talked back and forth with the soldiers, officers of the troops
came out and asked him many questions. They demanded his
identity and ordered him to cross the River. The stocky, gray
bearded mountain man rode his horse into the stream with
his retinue following and came up on the east bank into the
camp of the First Regiment of Missouri Mounted Volunteers.
Every word and act of the strange rider struck the imagination of the Missourians. They agreed that his fringed buckskin hunting shirt and breeches clothed a mighty tough old
bird. On his head was cocked a broad Mexican hat, and huge
spurs embellished with Mexican finery jingled at his heels. He
carried a Jake Hawkins rifle elegantly ornamented with silver
inlaid on the stock, and pistols and daggers swung about his
hips and 'waist. Though fifty-four years old and weighing
about 175 pounds he moved as smoothly as an athlete.. His
steed was a fine, spirited "scalping horse" to which he gave
the sort of care which seemed to say that the animal had carried him through some crises during his scalp hunting days.
The Missouri boys led the rider to their commander, Colonel Alexander Doniphan. He spoke in a way that commanded
attention, but also evoked speculation and created an air of
mystery. The Volunteers listened to his story, and some pronounced it among the most fantastic that they had ever heard.
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The speaker identified himself as James Kirker. 1 The Mexican
world knew him as don Santiago Querque, and the American
as don Santiago Kirker.
Born in Belfast, Ireland, in 1793, he had arrived in New
York in 1810. During the War of 1812 he had prowled the
Atlantic on an American privateer, the Black Joke. He had
entered St. Louis in 1817 and Santa Fe in 1824. After marrying a Mexican woman, his home life in El Paso del Norte alternated with trapping along the Gila and inter-play in Rio
Grande Valley politics to the point that his only extant picture
bears the caption "Don Santiago Kirker when King of New
Mexico." In addition to his interest in furs and politics he had
contracted at intervals for a decade with the government of
Chihuahua to scalp hostile Indians. Much of his "hair raising"
had occurred in New Mexico, where he spent more of his life
than in any other state. Indeed no other person even equalled
his deliveries of Apache, Comanche, Navaho, and Ute hair
and ears to public scalp markets. The very thought of his hair
hunting amazed such Doniphan Volunteers as Private Marcellus Bell Edwards and Meredity T. Moore, since only a few
weeks previously Edwards and other troopers had danced
around Navaho and Pueblo Indian scalps while campaigning
west of Santa Fe. Kirker's impression upon Moore was strong
enough that this Missourian recorded the best extant description of the "Lord of the Scalp Hunters" sixty years later.
The government of Chihuahua still owed Kirker $30,000
for human "pelts" which he had delivered up to the time of his
last big raid on an Indian camp. Instead of paying him, however, Governor don Angel Trias had repudiated his claims.
Don Santiago had antagonized the Governor further by hesitating to accept a colonel's command in a Chihuahuan army
1. Kirker's longest biographical sketches are "Don Santiago Kirker," Republic;'n (Santa Fe, N.M.), November 20,1847, and Glen Dawson et al. (eds.), Don Santiago Kirker: the
Indian Fighter (Los Angeles, 1948). For a description of Kirker and of his appearance at
Doniphan's camp see: William Elsey Connelley (ed.), Doniphan's Expedition and the Conquest of New Mexico and California (Kansas City, 1907), 101£, 388; Frank S. Edwards,
A Campaign in New Mexico with Colonel Doniphan (Philadelphia, 1847), 96; Ralph P.
Bieber (ed.), Marching with thc Army of the West 1846-1848 (Glendale, California, 1936),
237.
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under preparation to fight the American invaders. Kirker
had probably already established contact with an American
agent, John Wiley Magoffin of the well-known Missouri merchant family, by the time of the offer. The United States War
Department had sent Magoffin southward to facilitate the
conquest of Chihuahua for General John Ellis Wool and Colonel Doniphan. Wool had instructions to march from Saltillo
and to meet Doniphan in Chihuahua City. Whether Kirker
had met Magoffin before or after the Mexicans had arrested
this trader at EI Paso and sent him to Chihuahua City cannot
be said. Neither do we know if Trias had heard of their collusion. Anyway the Governor had threatened to jail Kirker and
his Delawares, whereupon don Santiago had left Chihuahua
and reported to Doniphan that he had fled to join him and to
show his loyalty to the United States. However, he probably
did not mention that he was a naturalized citizen of Mexico,
nor that Trias had offered five times as much money ($10,000)
for his "scalp" as was ever paid for any human crown in the
hair markets of Mexico. For seventeen days he had ridden
through deserts, mountains, and wilderness with as much of
his "little army"2 as he could get together. One of his best
scalpers, Chuly, had set out across Texas for his home in the
Creek Nation, while some of his Delawares had continued up
the Rio Grande toward their territorial homes.
Regardless of Kirker's popularity with the troopers, their
officers were skeptical of his story. They did not forsee that
his knowledge of the enemy's country, language, customs,
war preparations, and morale might be worth as much as another regiment to the invaders. In the matter of Mexican
language alone he spoke Spanish so fluently that he ev~n used
English with a Spanish accent. His information on roads,
water holes, and forage was unlimited. When don Santiago
was told that the Missourians had whipped over 1,200 Mexicans under Lt. Col. Ponce de Leon earlier in the afternoon and
had sent them pell mell back toward EI Paso, he rejoiced.
2. Josiah Gregg. Commerce oj the Prairies. edited by Max L. Moorhead (Norman,
Oklahoma, 1958), 228.
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But the officers reasoned that he must be a decoy sent to lead
them into a trap. If he told them that de Leon's army was the
very one in which Trias had offered him a command, it must
have puzzled them more. When he tendered his services to
Doniphan and his staff, they acted overjoyed and accepted
at once, but with misgivings. 3 The Commander thought of don
Santiago's years of military service to the enemy with a rank
as high as colonel. Besides Kirker's family still lived in Chihuahua. Doniphan evinced that one involved in such a lurid
profession as scalping could be only a surreptitious faker at
best. Nevertheless, he added the Scalp Chief to Captain
Thomas Forsythe's platoon of mountain men whom he had
collected since leaving Ft. Leavenworth. Doniphan ordered
his Missourians to shoot the old fellow at the least sign of
treachery. With the Governor's $10,000 tag on his head and
the Colonel's command to fill him with lead if he acted queer;
one wonders how don Santiago could have lasted long in
America's paradise for bounty hunters. But this was nothing
especially novel for Mister Jim. For a generation he had
skirted the laws of nations and operated in a sort of no-man's
land. America's master scalper had dodged at least two previ.
ous Mexican bounties on his head, not to mention the craving
of the Apaches, Comanches, Navahos, Utes and other Indian
nations for his locks.
Kirker went out with Doniphan's scouts on the morning of
December 26 before most of the Missourians broke camp.
3. Sources used for Kirker's part in Doniphan's campaign from Brazito through the
Battle of Sacramento are: ConneIley (ed.), op. cit., et passim; Edwards, op. cit., 169-179;
Julius Frobel, Aus Amerika, II (Leipzig, 1858), 205f; Ralph P. Bieber (ed.), Journal of a
Soldier under Kearny and Doniphan 1846-1847 (Glendale, California, 1935), et passim;
Adolphus Wislizenus, Memoir of a Tour to Northern Mexico, Connected with Col. Doniphan's Expedition, in 1846 and 1847, in U.S. Senate Miscellaneous Documents, num. 26,
30th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, 1848), 39-47; Bieber (ed.), Marching with the Army Of
the West, 236f; U.S. Senate Executive Documents, num. 1, 30th Cong., 1st sess., 498-513;
Jacob S. Robinson, A Journal of the Santa Fe Expedition under Colonel Doniphan (Princeton, 1932), 65ff; Maurice Garland Fulton (ed.), Diary & Letters of Josiah Gregg, Excursion
in Mexico and California 1847-1850 (Norman, Oklahoma, 1944), 101ff; SteIla M. Drumm
(ed.), Down the Santa Fe Trail and into Mexico, the Diary of Susan Shelby Magoffin 1846·
1847 (New Haven, Connecticut, 1926), xix; Republican Extra (Santa Fe, N.M.), August 8,
1849; Arkansas State Gazette, May 22, 1847.

THE KING OF NEW MEXICO

33

Word that "the TERROR of the Apaches"4 had joined the
"hairy devils" from Missouri preceded him. His companions
related that the "notorious" Kirker became as "terrifying"
to the Mexicans as he had been to the Indians. Once Chihuahuans had idolized don Santiago as their hero, but now he
personified their worst priest-inspired dreams of half-savage,
devil worshipping Anglo-Americans. 5 The old indictment of
heresy that the Political Chief of New Mexico had stuck to
him in 1835 along with an $800 reward for his head was revived, and the charge of treason added. With the people, the
"Irish traitor" 6 became the symbol of a whole "perfidious"
nation of Americans. The zeal of one of Kirker's fellow townsmen, the priest Ramon Ortiz of EI Paso del Norte, in stirring
up anti-American feeling helped to make his name a byword.
Kirker saw few Mexicans during the first day after Brazito. Near night he camped with the Missouri regiment of selfstyled "ring-tailed roarers" about fifteen miles above EI Paso.
For one held in such apprehension, his comments created
much indecision. Officers shied at every word of advice that
he gave. When events followed his predictions, it made his
statements more of a puzzle to them. As the column started
early on the morning of the twenty-seventh, he alone insisted
that there would be no severe engagement during the day.
Doniphan's staff interpreted this to mean that the invaders
must be prepared for anything. In fact don Santiago said that
the Mexicans would fight no more along the Rio Grande. He
knew that de Leon's soldiers had fled through EI Paso and
were flying toward Fort Carrizal. The "King of New Mexico"
had an odd intuition for learning things and an uncanny
genius for explaining them, which he had demonstrated best
in 1845, when Governor Trias had offered $9,000 for his scalp.
4. Connelley (ed.), op. cit.• 388.
5. For a picture of the religious apprehensions in Mexico toward Protestant Americans
at this time see: Connelley (ed.), op. cit., 88; LeRoy H. Hafen (ed.), Ruxton of the Rockies
(Norman, Oklahoma, 1950). 143; Bieber (ed.). Journal of a Soldier under Kearny and
Doniphan, 1846-1847, 99.
6. Boletin de la sociedad chihuahuense de estudios historicos, II, num. 2 (julio de 1939),

71.
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Kirker was "the chief of the Apache nation"7 at that time,
"chief" at least to the extent that he fenced for some of the
mountain tribes to dispose of their stolen livestock. Hearing
of this big price, he had gone down to Chihuahua City with his
retainers to talk the thing over with the Governor. In the
end he had signed a contract with Trias, returned to the very
village where he had been "chief," and brought to His Excellency over $10,000 worth of hair from the heads of his
former "subjects." As the Lord of the Scalp Hunters approached EI Paso with Doniphan, he formed a part of Lt.
Col. David D. Mitchell's vanguard. Time soon told whether
the Missourians could trust him, or whether he was simply
trying to ensnare them for one of his hair "harvests," which
some of the Mexicans had hoped earlier that he would make
on the invaders.
About eight miles above EI Paso the van detected a large
body of Mexican men advancing on the opposite side of the
River. The Mexicans displayed a white flag, and fear that they
were soldiers ready to do battle gave way to vindication for
don Santiago's word. Among this party of Mexicans were
members of the same municipal council of EI Paso who examined, tallied, and certified Indian scalps for payment when
Kirker had brought them into this place. Ready to surrender
the town, the delegation received the guard with friendly gestures. Other citizens gave the invaders bread and all of the
"Pass wine" that they could guzzle, but nothing indicated that they were overly unctious toward their distinguished fellow citizen. With these formalities over, Kirker led
Doniphan's undisciplined, tumultous, profane "roarers" down
the east bank of the Rio Grande to the site of present El Paso,
Texas. Crossing at a ford, don Santiago's new Nordic companions wound along a crooked road between orchards and
vineyards. The townspeople brought out fruits, sweetmeats,
and more wine to welcome his companions, as the Scalp Captain had intimated that they would do. He and the Volunteers
7. James Hobbs. Wild Life in the Far West: Personal Adventures of a Border Mountain
Man (Hartford. Connecticut, 1872), 81.
'
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stormed through city gates which normally exhibited specimens of his trade wrung from Indian heads. Besides its reputation for pretty women and mission spirits blessed and blinking, don Santiago's home town offered other distinctions reminiscent of his Indian encounters. One was natives swinging
by the necks in the belfry of the cathedral, or from beams
extending from it. Though Kirker's homecoming was on the
second day after Christmas, the invaders camped south of the
plaza and found enough light-spirit fog still in the air to enjoy
the local atmosphere.
The Scalp Captain's stock inched upward with the Missourians from privates to officers as events worked out like he
had said that they would. His words passed from mouth to
mouth, and Missouri boys jotted them down in letters and
journals. They found his fellow townspeople more delightful,
handsome, intelligent, and cleaner then those at Santa Fe.
Kirker had traveled their same path more than twenty years
before. Apparently his dark eyes had glowed too at vibrant
senoritas swinging their hips along the streets, for he had
found a "handsome," 8 well-bred lady here and had made her
Senora Querque. Don Santiago had at least two children by
her, Joseph and Petra, and an alleged daughter by a Mexican
woman in Santa Fe. He had left his wife at Corralitos in
northwestern Chihuahua when fleeing from Trias to join the
invaders. Petra was eighteen or twenty years old now. She
might have been in EI Paso and might have met a certain
young trader in the merchant train following her father and
the army at this time. This trader's name was Samuel F. Bean,
who came from a family of Kentucky wonders. One of his
brothers was Roy, later "The Law West of the Pecos," and another was General Edmund Bean of California history. Petra
and Sam married several years later and brought two of the
best known Scotch-Irish names in the west under the same
roof.
The town called Ciudad Juarez captured Kirker's companions like Philadelphia took Howe. For forty-two days they
8. Narrative of B. D. Wilson, typed MS., Berkeley, California, Bancroft Library.

36

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

lingered on the streets, about the market place, and in gaming
dives and bawdy houses. But the New Mexican Scalp Chief
could riot give himself over entirely to a homecoming celebration, nor expose his valuable head too freely, for Doniphan
kept him busy outside of town with scouting and foraging
parties much of the time. This was to be expected for no one
in camp knew where Mexicans might hide their corn and fodder better than don Santiago did. He led Captain David Waldo
and a squad up the Rio Grande on January 5 to look for stock,
just anybody's stock, Mexicans', Indians', or animals stolen
from the regiment. Apaches and Mexicans we.re fair game
also. The "redskins" stayed out of his reach in the mountains,
but Waldo, Lachlan McLean, and others got their biggest
thrills when they had to hold spurs to their horses to keep up
with Kirker as he flew after small parties of Mexicans. These
wretches fled from him like wild deer. After eight or ten days
of this "sport," he guided his companions back into camp.
Shortly Mister Jim and Captain Waldo were foraging and
looking for stolen stock in the sierra again. The records say
nothing about what Kirker brought in on January 28, but a
good guess would be that he did not return empty handed.
When Doniphan set February 8 as the date for resuming the
march, it meant that the Scalp Captain would be out gathering
work animals and collecting information on developments
down south almost continuously. Failing to find oxen that
Mexicans had stolen, he and Lt. Graves nabbed six citizens to
hold as hostages pending the return of the animals. Kirker
re-entered town on the seventh about the same time that
patrolmen came in from the south and two messengers arrived from the north. These other parties brought intelligence
very important to the Scalp Chief.
The party of patrofmen were under Captain John W. Reid
and had two captives who had come from Chihuahua City.
After the Missourians dangled them in a noose until almost
dead, they divulged that a figure also prominent in the scalp
traffic was coming to deal with Kirker and the Americans
whom don Santiago was guiding into Chihuahua. He was Jose
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A. Heredia, Governor and Commandant General of Durango.
His duties included administration of the bounty laws of his
State whose enactment don Santiago had influenced. Heredia
would leave Chihuahua City in a few days with 1,800 men to
meet the invaders, according to the two captives. The pair of
messengers arriving from up the Rio Grande had brought-an
efCciting story about a rebellion of Pueblo Indians, Mexicans,
and don Santiago's Delawares who had dropped in at Taos
after leaving him near Brazito. The rebels had killed twenty
Americans and Mexicans, and scalped some of them in good
"kirkeresque" form. The story sounded to the Scalp King like
a recital of events on September 5, 1839, when he and his
"little army" had slaughtered forty Apaches at Taos on one
of the better days of scalp hunting history. The best known
persons to lose hair at Taos in the latest spree of Kirker's
scalpers were Governor Charles Bent, James White Leal, and
young Narciso Beaubien around whose scalp a "big dance"
was held. 9 The reports from both north and south raised some
inter-related problems for Kirker and Doniphan. The Colonel
had to decide whether to retreat, to remain in El Paso, or to
advance as planned, and don Santiago had to do some clarify~
ing. Was the Scalp Captain part of this conspiracy against
American rule? Many of his old Mexican friends had participated in it. The role of his Delawares made his complicity
appear more possible, especially since Big Nigger, Jim Swannik, Jim Dickey, and Little Beaver, who had followed Kirker
up to Brazito, had scalped Governor Bent et al., according to
some sources, and had killed most or all of Colonel Sterling
Price's dead in the suppression of the revolt. These Delawares
had fled to the mountains then, where they had followed don
Santiago in earlier days. White men put up a reward for Big
Nigger's scalp, but the only time that anybody ever collected

I

9. For the story of the Pueblo Revolt see: Alcance al Faro (Ciudad Chihuahua, Chi.),
febrero 17 de 1847: El Registro Oficial (Victoria de Durango, Dgo.), febrero 28 de 1847;
Arkansas State Gazette, May 1, 1847; Hafen (ed.). op. cit., 191f, 266; J. P. Dunn, Massacres of the Mountains, a History of the Indian Wars of the Far West (New York, 1886),
62-76; T. D. Bonner (ed.), The Life and Adventures of James P. Beckwourth (New York,
1931), 335f; Ralph P. Bieber (ed.), Wah-To-Yah and the Taos Trail (Glendale, California,
1938), 177f, 243ff, and Marching with the Army of the West, 244f.
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a cent for the hair of one of don Santiago's "barbers" was
when he was killed in Kirker's own service. Then the Celt himself would carry his hair to market with "pelts" raised from
the heads of "redskins" or brunette peons, pitch it down before the tally men with the others, and do the collecting personally.
In the end don Santiago talked himself out of the current
predicament. Of course, he was not in any scheme to mislead
the Missourians, or to strike them from behind. He reiterated
his loyalty and his preference to serve Americans to "fleecing" Apaches for a bankrupt Mexican state. Urging Doniphan to advance on schedule, the Scalp Captain insisted that
Mexicans were exaggerating the extent of the revolt in order
to detain the invaders. Furthermore, the enemy in the south
could not hold back the Missourians if they advanced. Kirker
had many bases for his advice which Doniphan knew little
about, including Comanche and Apache raids that had left
Mexico prostrate as far south as the Tropic of Cancer. These
raids plus Kirker's hair deliveries had helped to keep Chihuahua broke financially. The "King of New Mexico" told Doniphan that the Mexicans would be unable to present more than
a thousand "cowardly militia' men and troops" 10 in arms.
These would be under inefficient officers and inadequately
equipped. Official Mexican reports confirm that Kirker
pointed to his scalp contracts as evidence, that since the Mexicans could not protect themselves against the savages, they
certainly could not defend themselves from American riflemen. l l Both American and Mexican sources assert that as
10. El Registro Olicial, febrero 28 de 1847.
11. For information directly or indirectly from Mexican sources helpful on the part of
the scalp hunters in the Brazito-Sacramento Campaign see: Enrique Gonzales Flores, Chihuahua de la independencia a la revoluci6n (Ciudad Mexico, 1949), 75, y "Invasi6n norteamericana, n Boletin de lit 80ciedad chihuahuense de estudio8 historic08, IV. num. 8 (enero 20
de 1943). 304f; El Registro Olicial, diciembre 24 de 1846, enero 3, 7, y 14, febrero 25 y 28, y
marzo 4 y 7 de 1847; El Faro, febrero 8 de 1848 ; Docume~ts for the History of Chihuahua,
Extracts from Mss. & Printed Matter in the Collection of Mons. Alphonse Pinart, II, in
Bancroft Library, Berkeley, Cal., 36 It; Alcance al Registro Olicial, num. 506, didembre 18
de 1846, y nl1m. 537, abril 6 de 1847; Suplemento al Registro Olicial, num. 505, dieiembre 12
de 1846; Boletin de la sociedad chihuahuense de estudios historicos, II, num. 2 (julio 15 de
1939),71'; F. M. Gallahar, "Official Report of the Battle of Temascalitos (Brazito)," New
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Doniphan and his staff wavered betw~en moving against Chihuahua City and waiting for word from Colonel Price, the
Scalp Captain told him to go forward without hesitation.
Indeed, Mexican sources credit Kirker with supplying the incentive that caused Doniphan to move out on schedule. Don
Santiago also transfused his high spirit through the ranks of
the "roarers," though no one in camp knew where to find
General Wool, whom the Missourians were supposed to meet
in Chihuahua City. With the situation in Kirker's favor now,
the scalp King could show contempt for Trias' reward offer.
At eight o'clock on Monday, February 8, don Santiago
guided an excited train of Missouri boys and merchants out of
EI Paso. Rumors spread southward that the "Irish traitor"
was coming at the head of a horde of pagan Protestants seeking vengeance which would outdo any of his previous "fleecing" .sprees. Twenty miles below EI Paso he left camp on
Tuesday with Captain Forsythe and six or seven other scouts.
Doniphan instructed him to range deep into the enemy country. The Celt avoided roads to escape Mexicans aware of the
value of his hair and Apaches who wanted to settle old scores.
Of course, as a former "chief of the Apache nation" he knew
that savages were perching upon sierra peaks throughout the
countryside and watching every thing that moved below. Although nothing was a better antidote for Apache visits than
the most successful professional scalp hunter that America
ever had, warriors nevertheless prowled around Doniphan's
train and ran horses, mules, and oxen into the hills.
Kirker and his squad carried only a few supplies along on
pack mules. They intended to live by don Santiago's resourceMexico Historical Review. III. num. 4 (October, 1928). 385tr; Francisco R. Almada. Diccionario historia, geografia 11 biografia chihuahuense (Ciudad Chihuahua. Chi.. 1927), 14,
326f. 715; Romulo Jaurrieta. "Batalla de Sacramento febrero 28 de 1847." Boletin de la
sociedad chihuahuense de estudios historicos. VII. num. 4. (julio y agosto de 1950).413-420;
Leon Barri, Jr.• "Granitos de historia," Boletin de la sociedad chihuahuense de estudio8 his~
toricos, VII, num. 8 (enero y febrero de 1951). 513; Francisco R. Almada. "Gobernadores
del estado: XXII.-Gral. D. Angel Trias, Sr.... III, nums. 10 y 11 (julio y agosto de 1941),
175f. y "Gobernadores. . • . : XXIII.-Coronel Mauricio Ugarte," IV, num. 3. p. 87. en Boletin de la sociedad chihuahuense de estudios histoTicos; Arkansas State Gazette, April 24,
1847; Albert C. Ramsey (ed.). Ramon Alcarez·s. The Other Side: or Notes for the History
of the War between Mexico and the United States (New York City. 1850), 168, 171 et seq.
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fulness at finding wild game, which one source extoled. 12
Within a day they used up their food, but Kirker continued
winding through the mountains without discovering anything
to eat. Goingfour days with no food, he reached a sierra gap
on the fifteenth. Being hungry was no new experience for him.
Once on the Gila Desert he and his trappers had gone so long
without water that they had lost a great amount of weight
from dehydration, and at other times Kirker had turned
Apache when he could get food no other way. This meant
shooting and eating a mule. He and his companions now selected a burro from their train to kill, but just in time to save
the animal he perceived a dozen horsemen approaching.
Captain Kirker recognized Lt. G. Pope Gordon, James
L. "Squire" Collins, 'and A. Henderson in a scouting party,
which had food to share with his starving band. When Doniphan's train arrived about sunset, the Scalp Captain and his
companions joined it.
Jim Kirker learned that Doniphan had organized the
traders and teamsters into an infantry battalion. They had
selected a friend of the scalpers and the chief merchant of
Independence, Samuel C. Owens, their major. The relations
between Kirker's Old Apache Company of scalp hunters and
the traders went beyond mere acquaintances. The impulse for
contraband profits threatened to cancel the benefits that Doniphan derived from intelligence which don Santiago and his
"barbers" had brought to him. When explaining Chihuahua's
ability to arm, the Scalp Chief had based his calculations upon
a knowledge of Mexican resources before contrabanders
reached the enemy. Already Albert Speyer, James J. Webb,
and other traders had dashed off from Missouri ahead of the
Army of the West. They had reached Chihuahua City and sold
American war material to the very man who wanted to buy
Mister Jim's head.t3 Three hundred and fifteen other wagons
12. Julius Frobel zu der New York Tribune, Dezember 22, 1852, in Aus der amerikandischen Presse, 50.
13. For the significance of contraband to the Doniphan Expedition see: the writer's
article, HContrabando en la guerra con Estado Unidos," Historia Mexicana, XI. num. 3
(enero-marzo, 1962), 361-381; Boletin num. 18 del RegiBtro Ojicial, diciembre 21 de 1846.
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loaded with war material and consumer goods had followed
Kirker out of EI Paso with the Missouri regiment. One trader
after another slipped from Doniphan's tow until more than
fifty wagons reached Chihuahua City before the Battle of
Sacramento. Much of their cargo also entered the hands of
the hard-pressed Governor whose troops don Santiago had
told Doniphan would be poorly armed. The Kirker and Collins
parties had twenty-three men after they combined at the
sierra gap on February 15.
Doniphan sent them forward to reconnoiter Carrizal, the
only remaining fortress short of Chihuahua Gity. Don Santiago knew the place well, for it had been one of the main
strongholds against the terrible Apaches. He arrived at Carrizal, where the Mexicans intended to reform de Leon's troops,
about eight o'clock on the morning of February 16. Kirker and
his party met the Alcalde, who came out to receive the unwelcome visitors. De Leon's soldiers had spread the news of
Brazito, the "roarers," and of Kirker, "the TERROR of the
Chihuahuans,"14 and continued their flight. The scouts found
only a small observation party and 400 civilians remaining
at Carrizal.
The Scalp Captain and Collins interpreted for Forsythe
and Gordon. Kirker and party received a written submission
of the fort and town from the Alcalde. A Mexican report
spread that the Scalp Chief had dropped word that the regiment would waste no time in Carrizal, but would continue on
to the hacienda of El Carmen on the Rio Grande and provision
themselves from plunder. According to interpretations of
what Mexicans had heard that Doniphan's "notorious" guide
had said, Kirker would lead the "perfidious Texas jackasses"
into Chihuahua City within fifteen days without fail. (This
term was a popular opprobrious Mexican reference to all
blond interlopers from the northeast after Sam Houston had
introduced the American and Mexican nations at San
Jacinto) . The alleged boast of the "King of New Mexico" had
it that he intended to achieve this rapid advance in spite of a
14. Connelley (ed.), op. cit., 388.
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Mexican army at Laguna de Encinillas. To whom don Santiago
had told this matters little, for it worked out as accurately as
his other forecasts. But for the Chihuahuans, however, it
mattered much. They remembered other triumphal entries
that Kirker had made into their capital, when his burros had
struggled under loads of green human "pelts," and moccasinshod, pajama-clad scalp hunters with long knives had borne
still other crowns strung along poles. Even more sobering to
the citizens than this picture was their recollections of
Kirker's disputes with the government over mixing the
crowns of peons with Indian hair. These memories bred nightmarish dreams of a shaggy demon descending upon the land
with an army of "hairy" minions, whom the priests described
as inconoclasts, rapists, plunderers, infidels, and cannibals.
They said that the horde following the Scalp Chief would
"fleece" the men and brand their women like cattle. That the
faces of the "roarers" with Kirker were unshaved and their
hair was long and unkept, that they wore tattered uniforms,
and had been bred on Protestant horror stories of Catholicism
as old as the Inquisition and as recent as the Alamo and Perote
castle come from almost every eye-witness account in either
English or Spanish.
Don Santiago rejoined Doniphan's train at the irrigation
canals of Carrizal Creek on February 18. Through Mexico his
Volunteer companions witnessed nothing to admire more than
the antics of "old man Kirker." Riding a la Comanche he was
a one man circus. They marvelled when he leaned from· his
steed racing at full speed and let his long hair sweep over the
ground rapidly, or performed some other skill of horsemanship. In another pastime he and "Squire" Collins demonstrated how quickly birds of a feather could flock together,
and how quickly brothers of the bottle could locate spirits of
Bacchus. When the army met a trader, this pair came by his
whiskey. Both touched the brew deeply. Collins was a grayhaired, red-faced little jug with a vigor and recklessness
that made him an accomplished hunter, trader, and fighter.
Quick in movements he was as daresome as the New Mexican
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master scalp hunter. Like other Plainsmen both prove.d quarrelsome when in the rye. A difficulty arose between them over
some trifling matter, and in the bandy of words Collins called
Kirker a coward. This could have been an allusion to don
Santiago's stock trade trick of striking Indian villages at
dawn. At least the degree of the great scalper's bravery seems
to have been a topic of general speculation. Some said that
it was only lukewarm; others held that he was absolutely
fearless. In any case,Collin's accusation could mean only a
fight to the death, but Doniphan heard of their fuss and prevented a duel. The Commander got them to agree to postpone
their meeting until after the approaching battle.
Don Santiago guided the army along the EI Paso del
Norte-Chihuahua City road which ran generally as it does
today. If he was not with Colonel Mitchell's van, he could be
found in the scouting company of Captain John W. Reid, M.
M. Parsons, or George Skillman. Kirker reached the princely
estate of don Estanislao Porras, an old friend, at Agua Nueva,
where this rancher allegedly" ran over 36,000 head of cattle
and sheep. Porras was one of the wealthiest cattle kings and
merchants in the State of Chihuahua and had been a patron
of the Old Apache Company also. More than once don Estanislao had hired Kirker's scalpers to chastise Apache raiders.
When an Apache band had killed his muleteers and robbed
his pack train of merchandise early in 1845, he had paid don
Santiago to track them to their lair deep in the Sierra Madre
Occidental. Kirker and his "barbers" had killed over 200
Apaches, then set out for the capital with nineteen live Indians, a number of rescued Mexicans, and 182 scalps, including one from the head of his Mexican guide killed in a fight.
Trias still owed the Scalp Chief for these "pelts" and the
captured Indians at the rate of fifty dollars each.
Doniphan sent don Santiago from Agua Nueva with sixteen patrolmen to reconnoiter the fine lakeside country seat
of the Governor at Encinillas, twenty leagues above Chihuahua City. For anybody except the Scalp Captain this would
have 'seemed like the Colonel was conspiring with Trias to
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get Kirker to stick his head into the lion's mouth. The Governor's villa set on the southwest margin of a north-south
lagoon twenty miles long. Doniphan's guide led the patrol
close enough to learn that General Pedro Garcia Conde had
quartered 700 cavalrymen and some artillery pieces within
the villa of the biggest estate in Chihuahua. Enshrined in
history, Encinillas was also famous for great horse and mule
droves and herds of black cattle until Indians no longer
threatened by Kirker's hunting had made away with most of
them.
Don Santiago and his partners re-entered Doniphan's
camp at Gallegos Spring late on February 24. The American
and Mexican armies began maneuvering for battle the next
day. Conde's scouts had learned the American position and
had communicated their information to Generals Heredia and
Trias at EI Sauz south of Encinillas. Kirker rode down the
valley formed by two sierras ahead of Doniphan's column in
battle order with Captain Reid and his Horse Guards early
on the twenty-fifth. A grass fire had spread from a blaze at a
tent the night before and was to detain him and Doniphan's
entire force in a day-long fight to suppress it. But when night
came Kirker and twenty-five Horse Guardsmen set out to spy
around the Governor's villa again as the regimentals staked
their animals and bedded down upon the black earth.
Pondering the eventuality of encountering sentinels postedon the two roads leading to Encinillas, the Scalp Captain cut
directly across the lagoon which was previously considered
impassable. After the horses bogged through three miles of
deep mud, don Santiago brought them out on the opposite side
of the lagoon. Seeing no sentry, the scouts dismounted and
advanced quietly. At intervals they heard the receding sound
of horses' hoofs pounding the earth. Then their ears picked
up waves of music flowing over the walls of Trias' villa.
Mounting again, they rode around the walls, but could not
see over them. Unable to get the information that Doniphan
wanted, or to find a Mexican outside to grab, they decided
on a typical "kirkeresque" caper.
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Without recorded confirmation, however, one can imagine
. don Santiago outlining a piece of scalp hunting strategy for
a charge, tightening his hat, spurring his horse, and then
flying through the gate into the center of the court yard with
a rousing yell. The old prankster had not stopped to ask if
the Governor was at home with his palace guard and an army
of dragoons. But if Kirker had broken in with his fire breathing warriors when he had been "chief of the Apache nation,"
he could not have thrown the revellers into more panic than
he did with his Missourians almost deigning to eat Mexicans.
He and A. Henderson handled the Spanish inquiries for their
party. They learned that Conde and 700 horsemen had withdrawn toward Sacramento less than a hour before. Seeing
that the Mexican soldiers had departed, they did not prolong
the dismay of several hundred people, for the Scalp Lord and
his partners relished liquor, music, dancing, and well peppered food too. The ranch administrator proved to be a sumptuous entertainer and was probably an old acquaintance of
the Lord of the Scalp Hunters. Kirker and the scouts lingered
as the night wore on. Finally taking quarters in the Governor's villa they stayed until day. Before leaving they cleaned
out Trias' cribs and larder of everything of food value, ran
down his poultry, and rounded up the few cattle which the
Apaches and Mexican soldiers had left. Returning to Doniphan's regiment, the Scalp Captain and the patrolmen found
it already on the march when they rejoined it.
How much firsthand information Kirker and his hunters
brought into the Missourian's camp· about the defenses that
the Mexicans had improvised at Sacramento is open to conjecture. However, one of his Delawares was familiar with the
fortifications, and possibly some of his Shawnees had seen the
outlays also. This Delaware sketched a sand picture of the
enemy position with a stick for Doniphan. On the assumption
that the Americans would follow the road right into their
trap, the Mexicans had placed their redoubts and artillery on
the eastern slope of a bowl-like valley in open view of the road
that ran along the western edge, according to the Indian. In

\
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the Delaware's opinion, the Americans might avoid the artillery fire by developing to their right, which was what Doniphan would have his men do.
As other scalp hunters, who followed Kirker in New Mexico and Chihuahua, -drifted into Doniphan's camp, it portended more evil for the enemy, although not one of them received pay for his services to the Sacramento Campaign. These
fellows performed one service after another for Doniphan,
and showed up as the real ears and eyes of the Expedition. It
cannot be said when Gabe Allen, John S. Spencer, Enoch
Barnes, Shawnee Jake and his Shawnees, and other members
of the Old Apache Company arrived. Barnes had almost lost
his life as an outgrowth of James Johnson's treacherous murder of Chief Juan Jose Compa and many of his Mimbre tribe
for their scalps on April 22, 1837, in the Sierra de las Animas
in present Hidalgo County, New Mexico. At intervals since he
had served in Kirker's Old Apache Company, Allen was jester
of Kirker's scalp hunting band and also became a well-known
westerner. After the army had made night camp at EI Sauz
on the day before the Battle of Sacramento, another prominent hair hunter also by the way of New Mexico suddenly appeared within sight of the vanguard as his horse slid down a
mountain side. He was as dark as a peon, donned a complete
Mexican outfit for disguise, and answered to the name of
James Hobbs. 15 Ending a fast ride northward from San Luis
Potosi, where General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna had confiscated his ten merchant wagons, their goods, and eighty
mules, he brought a letter from Magoffin now in jail in Durango. He drew it from one muzzle of his double barrel gun
for Doniphan and also handed him a paper sketch of the enemy position at Sacramento that he had made when he passed
by.
On a bright Sunday, the last day of February, 1847, the
scalp hunters moved up with the troops to engage the enemy.
Kirker rode in the van. His companions of the Missouri regiment still had orders to shoot him if he made a deceptive move.
15. Hobbs. op. cit., 118-130.
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Don Santiago's newly-arrived former hunter, Hobbs, hovered close to Doniphan. To authenticate his story, Hobbs
showed the Colonel a twenty-four pound gun and a dozen cannoneers on a certain hillside. Doniphan told him to pick
twenty-five of his old colleagues of the scalp camp out of the
regiment, come down behind the gun from the rear of the
peak, and capture it. All of this Hobbs would do.
Don Santiago felt as wary as a drunk Apache when he rode
into Sacramento Valley with Collin's insult still stinging him.
As he bade his chance to challenge the "squire," he turned
with the line which deflected to the right beyond the range of
the Mexican batteries, then cut sharply left or east with the
column. He and his companions crossed a creek and gained the
lower level of a rocky plateau, while the regimentals deployed behind him and their officers as Mexican cannon balls
whizzed overhead. If the Lord of the Scalp Hunters had a ruse
or a signal to help the enemy, time was running out for playing it. Although well-known on both sides of the Rio Grande
at this time, don Santiago had few true friends in either the
American or the Mexican camp. Now facing 4,224 16 Mexicans
entrenched on the brow of the hill, he gave men on both sides
a good view of his silver strands, worth a dollar or more each,
as well as a virtual dare to raise a blade for them. In the Mexican rank and file the Scalp Captain could envision a replay of
his life in the Mexican country. He knew that the enemy officers had reasons to loathe him with a single oath. Time and
again he and his "little army" had roamed the lands on both
sides of the Rio Grande and had brought in scores of ears and
green "pelts': where barrack lords and regular Mexican soldiers had shown their heels or lost their own hair. When
street mobs had gone wild over don Santiago, the military
clique had railed against him with jealousy and abhorred the
dependence of civilian governors upon him to rid the land of
its Indians. Those in the Mexican redoubts belonging to this
envy-filled circle included Generals Heredia commanding the
16. This is according to American sources. Mexican historians place the figure at
1,500 to 2,000.
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entire force, Pedro Garcia Conde leading the cavalry, and
Matias Conde commanding the artillery, plus Commandante
Vincente Sanchez, Colonels Cayetano J ustiniani and Francisco Padilla leading the infantry, and General Trias and
Colonel Mauricio Ugart"e with the Chihuahua Volunteers.
Justiniana had challenged a civilian Governor'to a duel in
opposing Kirker's $100,000 contract in 1839 to scalp Apaches
and Comanches. As Commandant General of Chihuahua,
Ugarte had reluctantly authorized Kirker's Galeana raid of
July 6, 1846, which produced 148 scalps. But none hated don
Santiago more than Trias. If anyone could have collected all
of the bounties that this Governor had placed on the head of
the alleged "King of New Mexico" it would have totalled
$19,000.
Doniphan kept Kirker near to himself as the Americans
moved up in two ranks and halted 400 yards from the enemy.
When several hundred Mexican cavalrymen came out and demanded that Doniphan surrender, don Santiago rode partly
around the American infantry column. Just as Doniphan told
his bugler to sound an attack, Mister Jim shouted to Collins:
"Let you and I see who can get into that Mexican battery
first !"17 Indicating cannons in the second redoubt firing upon
the Americans, Kirker shot spurs to his "scalp horse."
Saying nothing, the "Squire" jerked his cap down, waved
his sword, and buried his heels in the flanks of his horse. The
pair sped across no-man's land. Captain Reid, Joseph Marshall, Major Samuel Owens, and a fourth man saw them and
lunged forward too. "Old Jim" Kirker led the four right up
to the enemy line for a baptism of fire. Turning to the left, he
brought them past several more redoubts, drawing fire from
the entire enemy rifle corps. Boozed and extra daresome,
Owens fell from enemy fire dyipg within a rod of the Mexican
line. The rattle of enemy guns firing at the Scalp Captain prevented many Missourians from hearing Doniphan's command.
Seeing that Doniphan's line had not engaged the enemy with
him, don Santiago turned left again to rejoin the Volunteers.
17. Connelley (ed.). ap. cit., 418n.
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Adj utant James A. de Croucy had ridden down the line drunk
and shouting: "Halt!" This produced confusion in the American ranks. Kirker and his three surviving partners rejoined
the Volunteers as the advance finally started. He and they
came to the Mexican works again. Yelling like Indians, the
Missourians startled the enemy. After firing at don Santiago
on his first ride, the Mexicans did not have time to reload their
flintlocks before the attackers got among them. Kirker's initial dash "saved the lives of the Americans,"ls according to
Meredity T. Moore writing in 1906. Having completed his
assignment, Hobbs got into the second charge. A Mexican
flight became a stampede. Volunteers and scalp hunters killed
300 to 400 of the enemy. They sent soldiers and hundreds of
men, women, and children spectators perched on surrounding
peaks tumbling over one another along the road into ChihuahuaCity.
A courier rode into town shouting: "We are lost, defeated,
ruined !"19 Pandemonium and a flight of townsmen followed.
Mexican officials sailed through from Sacramento headed for
Hidalgo del Parral. Soon "the TERROR of the Chihuahuans"
would be upon the people with his hair dressers and the
"Texans, yankees, heretics, and pirates"20 following him. To
the people, this was the terrible moment; nothing remained to
hold back the old Celt and his mob of scalpers and Missourians. Some Chihuahuans still aver in our own time that the
"treason" of Kirker caused their disaster.
On the day after Sacramento don Santiago ma:de his tri- .
umphant entry when 150 horsemen rode into town. The merchant adventurers, brave fellows too, drove in on March 2,
found space, and opened shops on the busiest streets. When
the refugee citizens failed to buy them out, the future of the
scalp hunters became even more entangled with the fortunes
of the merchants. Following F;Pluribus Unum Old Glory appeared. Kirker's companions, resident Americans coming out
of hiding, and Yankee merchants at their doors welcomed
18. Ibid.
19. Ibid., 445.
20. Ibid.
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Doniphan's "buckskin regiment." With whiskers and hair
sweeping their shoulders, don Santiago and his companions
looked half savage to the few slick-faced Mexicans on hand to
behold them. Dingy and "uproarious," many were loaded with
battle booty and flashed expressions in their eyes like wild
mustangs. They got along "literally without horses, clothes,
or money, having nothing but arms and a disposition to use
them,"21 wrote Doniphan. Kirker's hair dressers had made
Chihuahua City the scalp capital of America, but they dissipatedall of the goodwill that they ever enjoyed in this one
triumphal return.
They camped with the Missourians either in the Bull Ring,
or in the square before the great cathedral.22 In the past, don
Santiago had organized his retainers in the Ring for some of
their most productive scalp hunts. Nothing in town drew
comment from the "roarers" like the remains of nearly 150
scalps which he had taken from the heads of Chief Reyes and
his people on July 6, 1846. They swung on the cathedral gate
and fence and on water fountains in the square only a few feet
from the tents of some of the Missouri boys.
Kirker and his scalp hunters rendered endless important
services to Doniphan during the occupation of the capital city.
They became increasingly indispensable as interpreters, messengers, and foragers, and above all to run down thieves,
guerrillas, and troublesome Indians. Hobbs and the Shawnees
delivered dispatches to Santa Fe, and Hobbs even claimed to
have made a trip to California and back for Doniphan. The
Colonel's guerrilla worries were just beginning. As Generals
21. Ibid.

22. Helpful sources on the scalpers during the American occupation of Chihuahua City
are: El RegistTo Oficial, abril 15 de 1847; Gonzalez Flores, Chihuahua de la independencia,
78f,' y uInvasion norte-americana," Boletin de la sociedad chihuahuense de estudio8 historicos, IV, m\m. 8 (enero de 1943), 306; Connelley (ed.), oc. cit., 106, 444-465; ~inart, Docu.
ments for the History of Chihuahua, II, 39ft'; Almada, "La comandancia general de provin.
cias internas," I, num. 2 (junio 3 de 1938), 41, y "Gobernadores. . . : XXII.-GraI. D.
Angel Trias, Sr.," III, nums. 10 y 11 (julio yagosto de 1941), 176f, en Boletin de la 80cie.
dad chihuahuense de estudios histonc08; Hohbs, op. cit., 131-141; ATkansae State Gazette,
May 22, 1847; El Faro, septiembre 18 de 1849; Wislizenus, op. cit., 48-62 ; Robinson, op. cit.,
77ft'; Edwards, op. cit., 122f; Bieber (ed.), Journal of a Soldier under Kearny and Doniphan,
353-362, Marching with the Army of the West, 271.278, and Adventure8 in the Santa Fe
Trade, 197f; Fulton (ed.), op. cit., 79, lOOf, 103ft'..
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Taylor and Scott employed Texan Rangers to beat the chap,.
arral for irregulars, Doniphan kept Kirker's hair hunters flying through thorny brush on the heels of molesters. Nothing
that moved could deal with this problem better than don Santiago's Delawares and Shawnees.
The Scalp Captain soon went on the prowl for the Governor who had advertised for his hair. He rode out of the city
with Captain Richard H. Weightman and seventy others on
the night of March 3 to check a report that Trias had set up a
government down at Parral. Kirker led them up the Conchos
Valley through some of his best scalp hunting country, where
Apaches raiding from the west and Comanches raiding to the.
east overlapped. He brought them back two days later. They
had Heredia's "Rigging," but nothing indicates where nor
how his party had gotten it. On the same day and thereafter
his retainers produced painful evidence of the new order injected into the local picture.
Allen and Hobbs had translated Doniphan's draconic legal
code to a large number of convicts released from the city jail.
Soon one of the culprits after another received stringent
doses of strap oil for theft. One expired at the foot of a tree
during his 400 lashes, and a second died two days later. In one
way or another Kirker's scalpers had a hand in these affairs.
When nine thieves stole horses from the artillery drove,
Doniphan put Hobbs with Kirker's Shawnee "blood hounds"
on their trail. They overtook them in a mountain valley, shot
one dead, recovered the horses, and brought the other eight
into town with their feet tied under the horses' stomachs.
Within an hour Shawnee Jake and his warriors had them
mounting a wagon at Doniphan's command. A driver cracked
his whip, his team lurched, and the wretches bumped about
in mid air. Chihuahuans saw dramatized one of their worst
fears of the New Mexican scalp hunters turned loose upon
them.
A poss~bility came again for Kirker to help Doniphan
when don Jose Felix Maceyra emerged as chief commissioner
in Chihuahua City during the absence of Trias. Maceyra had
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been one of the strongest members of the "pro-Kirker" faction
in Chihuahuan politics and supporter of the scalp buying .policies of the government. In May 1846, don Jose had secured
the adoption of a plan that made surprising an Indian village
at day break as rewarding for scalp hunters as striking a gold
mine, or more literally a silver mine for don Santiago had
received silver pesos for Indian and peon hair. However,
negotiations between the scalp hunters' two friends, Doniphan and Maceyra, broke down on March 20, because the Missouri merchants stood immovable against the refusal of Trias
to legalize the sale of American goods duty free throughout
the State. Caught in this impasse between the traders and the
Mexican authorities, Doniphan tried to extricate himself by
a process which determined the scalpers' future when he succumbed to the merchants' pressure. This came from the fact
that although Volunteers wanted to retrace their steps to Missouri the traders still had $200,000 worth of unsold goods and
admitted that they could not sell them within five years in
Chihuahua City. The merchants put so much heat on Doniphan and his scouts for them to escort their caravans to Durango and Zacatecas that the Colonel sent Collins with a
dozen or more men to bear an appeal to Wool for marching
orders either homeward or to fresh markets. While awaiting
an answer Doniphan's staff sent him with 600 men southward
against the exile government of Chihuahua on April 5.
Again the Commander enjoyed the sharp ears and eyes of
don Santiago and his hunters to pick up every piece of useful
intelligence afloat. At San Pablo they heard that the govern~
ment had fled to Guadalupe y Calvo in southwestern Chihua.hua and that 5,000 Mexican dragoons were coming to throw
the Americans out of Mexico. Doniphan retreated, prepared
the capital for defense, and waited for the big push. Hobbs
and Allen "went Mexican," spied on the phantom enemy army,
and learned that the rumor had no basis. They returned to
the capital convinced that the merchants had originated the
alarm to prevent the Volunteers and scalp hunters from leaving for the United States.
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On April 23, Collins came in with a message from Taylor
and Wool that settled the future of scalpers, homesick Volunteers, and peso-sick merchants. Doniphan read the significant
part to them gathered in a street: "MARCH FORTHWITH
TO SALTILLO."23 The Lord of the Scalp Hunters kept his
post as guide when the invaders departed on the twentyfifth. 24 Kirker led the train up the Conchos Valley, across Durango, and through Saltillo, Monterrey, and Matamoras to
Brazos de Santiago on the Texas coast. Allen and Hobbs took
jobs as scouts, interpreters, and foragers for the quartermaster. Kirker and his scalpers turned piloting the Missourians
and the calico caravan to the sea into one of the most spectacular parts of their history. Mexican resistance had degenerated'
into guerrilla attacks upon wagon trains and small troop
movements. Since Doniphan's soldiers and the trader caravan
scattered out more than when coming down to Sacramento,
Kirker's scalpers had to range widely. Running down Mexican
thieves and swinging them to tree limbs, rescuing Mexican
captives from Indian raiders, and nabbing or shooting guerrillas skulking in chaparrals constituted their routine work.
On June 4, eight of the Shawnees separated from the train at
Reynosa, and set out across Texas with Sgt. Ewing van Bibber
and thirty-five Volunteers, driving 700 head of regimental
horsestock. They delivered the animals to the Missouri counties of their owners for ten dollars each. Kirker and other
scalp hunters boarde9, ships at Brazos de Santiago and
reached New Orleans in mid June.
Word got around that real scalp hunters had arrived in
the Queen City with the Missourians. George Wilkins Kendall, an editor of the New Orleans Picayune, had revealed the'
almost legendary New Mexican mountainman to the world in
the early 'forties. The Picayune felt "happy to announce to
the citizens of New Orleans that Don Santiago Kirker, late a
colonel in the Mexican service and celebrated for his feats of
23.

Connelley (ed.), op. cit., 463.
24. Sources used for the march of the scalp hunters to the Gulf are: Connelley (ed.),
op. cit.• 467-492; Hobbs. op. cit., 143-166; Wislizenus. op. cit., 61-82; Fulton (ed.). op. cit.,
107-155; Robinson, op. cit., 81-91.
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daring against the Indians, but during the present war better
known as'a spy, interpreter, etc., of Colonel Doniphan's command of Missouri Volunteers, is now in this city. . . ." The
editors "had heard much of his exploits against the Indians of Mexico, with whom his name is a terror." Many citizens "had a strong curiosity to meet him." Though an Irishman with "over twenty years among the woods, mountains
and prairies of this continent, he retains the characteristic
features and traits of his countrymen. The last years of his
life have been full of adventures."25 Everywhere Kirker
created a stir, for he was the most colorful hero to return from
the Mexican War.
On June 26, don Santiago boarded the Clarksville for St.
Louis, intending to continue on to Santa Fe and to rejoin his
family in Chihuahua eventually, according to the Picayune. 26
He reached St. Louis on July 1, where both the Post and the
Weekly Reveille featured stories on him. The "unrivalled"
daguerreotypist, Thomas M. Easterly, and the "excellent"
engraver and engineer, Josiah E. Ware, produced his portrait
for the Post. This newspaper called attention to his early days
in St. Louis. The older citizens remembered when Kirker was
a "grocer," in 1821, at "north water, above Team Boat Ferry."
Some recalled that he had been one of Ashley's and Henry's
"enterprising young men," and that he had quit them after
the Arikaree fight, returned to St. Louis, and set out for Santa
Fe. The Post observed that his homecoming seemed like a
dream to those who had known him a quarter century earlier.
His Spanish accent, his service to the Mexican states and to
the United States, and marks upon his features and personality left by years of experiences all drew comment. The Post
described him as "free," "kind hearted," and "highly intelligent." 27
The Weekly Reveille noted his· "well-known" exploits
while in the pay of Chihuahua and New Mexico. "We regard
25. June 26, 1847.
26. June 26. 1847; Weekly Reveille (St. Louis. Mo.). July 5,1847.
27. Republican (Santa Fe. N.M.), October 24 and November 20, 1847; Reveille (St.
Louis, Mo.), July 3. 1847; information in the St. Louis Mercantile Library.
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him as one of the most interesting among the mountain men,"
it said. In its opinion, "If ever a man has un-frished himself,
as far as appearance goes, it is Don Santiago-otherwise Mister Jim!" The earlier picture of him, made "when King of
New Mexico," helps one to understand what the paper meant
by its remark: "He is as dark as night, and upon occasion can
look quite as threatening."28 Both the Post and the Reveille
reported that Kirker would leave for the mountains almost
immediately, but neither knew whether he would go in a
private or public capacity.
Accompanying troops of the Third Regiment of Missouri
Mounted Volunteers, he had reached New Mexico by the fall
of 1847.. When the great Apache and Comanche scalp hunt
resumed in 1849, the master scalper re-appeared as one of
the captains of the scalp "industry," as Mexican writers
called his profession. For whom did he "harvest pelts"? For
Governor don Angel Trias, of course! That is until he left for
California the next year leading a wagon train, where he died
in 1853.

28. July 6, 1847.

